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Preface





Samuel Beckett began the manuscript that would become Mercier et Camier on 5 July 1946, as part of the ‘frenzy of writing’ that followed his decision to write in French, rather than his native English, in March of that year.1 As he had spent much of the previous two years in hiding in Roussillon, in unoccupied France, where he would have been speaking French almost all the time, this decision might seem unsurprising, but James Knowlson is probably correct to suggest that it was a ‘deliberately chosen apprenticeship’,2 a renunciation of literary authority in keeping with the impoverished new vision that Beckett felt increasingly compelled to explore. Writing amid the ruins of post-war Paris, Beckett was drawn more and more to the themes that are now synonymous with his work – impotence, ignorance, inertia – and the facility with which he wrote in English must have seemed suddenly a hindrance, rather than a help, in achieving what he later termed ‘the expression that there is nothing to express’.3 By contrast, writing in French provided him an opportunity to ‘get out from under the weight of Irish rhetoric’,4 as A. Alvarez has put it, and immediately freed him up to write some of the major works, including Molloy, Malone meurt, L’Innomable and En attendant Godot, that secured his reputation.


Mercier et Camier, Beckett’s first French novel, came early on in this process, immediately after the completion of his first short story in French, ‘Suite’, in May 1946. It seems to have been written rather easily, being completed by the beginning of October,5 but Beckett was unable to find a publisher, and it was quickly relegated to a drawer in his Paris apartment as the astonishing outburst of creativity continued. There it stayed until 1969, when Beckett’s French publisher, Jérôme Lindon, pushed him for something new to publish in the wake of his receipt of the Nobel Prize in Literature. In the absence of any new work, Beckett agreed to Lindon’s earlier proposal to publish Mercier et Camier alongside another unpublished work from the same period, Premier amour. By now, some twenty-five years later, Beckett was not at all anxious to publish what he felt were apprentice works, commenting to Barbara Bray that he could not even bring himself to re-read them.6 Nevertheless, he relented and began the laborious process of translation while on holiday in Sardinia in 1970.


Beckett found his English ‘very rusty’7 at this point, and proceeded with the translation half-heartedly, routinely stopping when the whole business became too depressing. If revisiting the French original had been unpleasant, Beckett found the prospect of an English translation ‘even worse’, and confronted the task only in moments of ‘exceptional tedium’.8 By March 1973 he was ‘past the half way mark’, and doing, at most, ‘half an hour most mornings’.9 Excerpts of Mercier and Camier finally appeared in the Iowa Review in 1973, and in the Partisan Review in 1974, which was the same year that John Calder published the first English edition in London.


Mercier and Camier is a somewhat impatient translation of the French original, paring down an already sparse text in a manner more in line with the kind of writing Beckett had been doing in the 1960s. Steven Connor estimates that as much as 12 per cent of the French original was cut as Beckett moved to ‘compress or drop altogether’ some of the laborious passages in the French original.10 Beckett also diverged from the original in ways that clearly evoke an Irish setting as, for example, when he refers to the ‘slow and easy’ (p. 30), a Dublin train that travelled from Harcourt Street to Bray via Beckett’s home village of Foxrock.11 The French original only describes ‘un omnibus’ (a slow or local train),12 and Beckett could certainly have found other ways to translate this, so we can presume that he chose to include this local detail deliberately. The same can be said of the reference to Ireland’s agricultural heartland, the ‘golden vale’ (p. 81). However, a reference in French to the Old Military Road in County Wicklow (‘C’est l’ancien chemin des Armeés’) was omitted in translation, perhaps because Beckett felt that it evoked Ireland too directly, and Ruby Cohn puts it nicely when she suggests that the setting of Mercier and Camier is ‘vaguely Ireland’.13 This neatly captures the nature of the obscured reference in both French and English to the fate of Irish republican Noel Lemass, a brother of Seán Lemass, future Taoiseach, whose decapitated body was found on Featherbed mountain in the Dublin hills in 1923. Our protagonists misremember him as ‘Masse, perhaps Massey’ (p. 82), but Beckett is clearly referring to his abduction and murder by Irish Free State forces in the aftermath of the civil war.14 By the same token, there is much more of Irish banter in the translation, as when ‘Il ne sentait pas trop mal’ (‘He did not feel too bad’),15 for example, becomes ‘He had felt even worse, he was in one of his better days’ (p. 90). Or when Mercier is described as being ‘bet to the world’ (p. 87). A small number of errors in the handling of the dialogue crept into the English and are silently amended here.


Early reviews of the novel typically noted the contrast between the vaudevillian antics of its heroes and Beckett’s more austere recent writing.16 It was also usually remarked how the novel had anticipated, if not paved the way for, En attendant Godot. A. Alvarez, writing in The Observer, found that Beckett’s ‘authentic dramatic gifts’ were already present in Mercier and Camier,17 while Christopher Ricks felt that Beckett had ‘cannibalised’ the novel in writing the later play. In a frank assessment, Ricks concurred with Beckett’s own sense of it as a ‘dreadful book’, and declared it strictly for ‘Beckettomanes’.18 This assessment is one that many bewildered readers approaching the novel today are likely to share, but Beckett himself posted Barbara Bray a far more positive review, which declared Mercier and Camier an almost flawless work: ‘Everything has been pared down to a minimum,’ Paul Auster suggested; ‘not a syllable is out of place.’19


Later critics, too, have not always been sure what to make of it all. It is in some obvious sense a quest narrative, albeit one in which no progress is made and the purpose of the quest remains elusive, and so most critics have repeated, in various forms, the intuitions of the earliest reviewers with regards to its significance as a precursor of Godot. It is here, for example, that we first encounter the ‘Nothing to be done’ that made Godot famous (p. 71), and, as with the later play, the novel centres around a new start that cannot be started. But Godot was nowhere on the horizon when Beckett began writing Mercier et Camier in 1946, and so it might be best to try to encounter the novel on its own terms as a sincere attempt to say what had rarely been said in fiction up to that point: that there was nothing to say.




Notes


1 See James Knowlson, Samuel Beckett: Damned to Fame (London: Bloomsbury, 1996), pp. 358ff.


2 Knowlson, Damned to Fame, p. 357.


3 Samuel Beckett, Proust and Three Dialogues with Georges Duthuit (London: Calder, 1965), p. 103.


4 In a review of Mercier and Camier in The Observer on 6 October 1974, reprinted in Samuel Beckett:The Critical Heritage, ed. Lawrence Graver and Raymond Federman (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1979), pp. 308–10.


5 Knowlson, Damned to Fame, p. 364.


6 Samuel Beckett, in a letter to Barbara Bray dated 7 January 1969. In the Barbara Bray collection at Trinity College Dublin (TCDMS10948). All subsequent references to Bray are to this collection.


7 Samuel Beckett, in a letter to Barbara Bray, dated 9 May 1970.


8 Samuel Beckett, in two letters to Barbara Bray dated 1 June 1970 and 14 February 1972, respectively.


9 Samuel Beckett, in two letters to Barbara Bray dated 21 March and 5 April 1973, respectively.


10 Steven Connor, ‘“Traduttore, traditore”: Samuel Beckett’s Translation of Mercier et Camier’, Journal of Beckett Studies, 11/12 (1989). See


http://www.english.fsu.edu/jobs/num1112⁄027_CONNOR.PDF


11 Eoin O’Brien, The Beckett Country (Dublin: The Black Cat Press, 1986), p. 35.


12 Samuel Beckett, Mercier et Camier (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 1970), p. 59.


13 Ruby Cohn, Back to Beckett (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1976), p. 63.


14 O’Brien, The Beckett Country, p. 65.


15 Samuel Beckett, Mercier et Camier, p. 191.


16 Jacqueline Piater in a review of Mercier et Camier in Le Monde on 13 June 1970, reprinted in translation in Graver and Federman, Samuel Beckett: The Critical Heritage, pp. 307–8.


17 Reprinted in Graver and Federman, Samuel Beckett: The Critical Heritage, pp. 308–10.


18 In a review for the Sunday Times, 13 October 1974, reprinted in Graver and Federman, Samuel Beckett:The Critical Heritage, pp. 311–12.


19 In the Barbara Bray collection at Trinity College, Dublin (MS10948/1/590). Auster’s review of the novel appeared in Commentary, July 1975.

























Table of Dates





Where unspecified, translations from French to English or vice versa are by Beckett.












	1906

	 






	13 April

	Samuel Beckett [Samuel Barclay Beckett] born in ‘Cooldrinagh’, a house in Foxrock, a village south of Dublin, on Good Friday, the second child of William Beckett and May Beckett, née Roe; he is preceded by a brother, Frank Edward, born 26 July 1902.






	1911

	 






	 

	Enters kindergarten at Ida and Pauline


Elsner’s private academy in Leopardstown.






	1915

	 






	 

	Attends larger Earlsfort House School in Dublin.






	1920

	 






	 

	Follows Frank to Portora Royal, a distinguished Protestant boarding school in Enniskillen, County Fermanagh (soon to become part of Northern Ireland).






	1923

	 






	October

	Enrols at Trinity College Dublin (TCD) to study for an Arts degree.






	1926

	 






	August

	First visit to France, a month-long cycling tour of the Loire Valley.






	1927

	 






	April–August

	Travels through Florence and Venice, visiting museums, galleries and churches.






	December

	Receives BA in Modern Languages (French and Italian) and graduates first in the First Class.






	1928

	 






	Jan.–June

	Teaches French and English at Campbell College, Belfast.






	September

	First trip to Germany to visit seventeen-year-old Peggy Sinclair, a cousin on his father’s side, and her family in Kassel.






	1 November

	Arrives in Paris as an exchange lecteur at the École Normale Supérieure. Quickly becomes friends with his predecessor, Thomas McGreevy [after 1943, MacGreevy], who introduces Beckett to James Joyce and other influential anglophone writers and publishers.






	December

	Spends Christmas in Kassel (as also in 1929, 1930 and 1931).






	1929

	 






	June

	Publishes first critical essay (‘Dante … Bruno . Vico . . Joyce’) and first story (‘Assumption’) in transition magazine.






	1930

	 






	July

	
Whoroscope (Paris: Hours Press).






	October

	Returns to TCD to begin a two-year appointment as lecturer in French.






	November

	Introduced by MacGreevy to the painter and writer Jack B.Yeats in Dublin.






	1931

	 






	March

	
Proust (London: Chatto & Windus).






	September

	First Irish publication, the poem ‘Alba’ in Dublin Magazine.






	1932

	 






	January

	Resigns his lectureship via telegram from Kassel and moves to Paris.






	Feb.–June

	First serious attempt at a novel, the posthumously published Dream of Fair to Middling Women.






	December

	Story ‘Dante and the Lobster’ appears in This Quarter (Paris).






	1933

	 






	3 May

	Death of Peggy Sinclair from tuberculosis.






	26 June

	Death of William Beckett from a heart attack.






	1934

	 






	January

	Moves to London and begins psychoanalysis with Wilfred Bion at the Tavistock Clinic.






	February

	
Negro Anthology, edited by Nancy Cunard and with numerous translations by Beckett from the French (London: Wishart & Co).






	May

	
More Pricks Than Kicks (London: Chatto & Windus).






	Aug.–Sept.

	Contributes several stories and reviews to literary magazines in London and Dublin.






	1935

	 






	November

	
Echo’s Bones and Other Precipitates, a cycle of thirteen poems (Paris: Europa Press).






	1936

	 






	 

	Returns to Dublin.






	29 September

	Leaves Ireland for a seven-month stay in Germany.






	1937

	 






	Apr.–Aug.

	First serious attempt at a play, Human Wishes, about Samuel Johnson and his household.






	October

	Settles in Paris.






	1938

	 






	6/7 January

	Stabbed by a street pimp in Montparnasse. Among his visitors at Hôpital Broussais is Suzanne Deschevaux-Dumesnil, an acquaintance who is to become Beckett’s companion for life.






	March

	
Murphy (London: Routledge).






	April

	Begins writing poetry directly in French.






	1939

	 






	3 September

	Great Britain and France declare war on Germany. Beckett abruptly ends a visit to Ireland and returns to Paris the next day.




























	1940

	 






	June

	Travels south with Suzanne following the Fall of France, as part of the exodus from the capital.






	September

	Returns to Paris.






	1941

	 






	13 January

	Death of James Joyce in Zurich.






	1 September

	Joins the Resistance cell Gloria SMH.






	1942

	 






	16 August

	Goes into hiding with Suzanne after the arrest of close friend Alfred Péron.






	6 October

	Arrival at Roussillon, a small village in unoccupied southern France.






	1944

	 






	24 August

	Liberation of Paris.






	1945

	 






	30 March

	Awarded the Croix de Guerre.






	Aug.–Dec.

	Volunteers as a storekeeper and interpreter with the Irish Red Cross in Saint-Lô, Normandy.






	1946

	 






	July

	Publishes first fiction in French – a truncated version of the short story ‘Suite’ (later to become ‘La Fin’) in Les Temps modernes, owing to a misunderstanding by editors – as well as a critical essay on Dutch painters Geer and Bram van Velde in Cahiers d’art.






	1947

	 






	Jan.–Feb.

	Writes first play, in French, Eleutheria (published posthumously).






	April

	
Murphy, French translation (Paris: Bordas).






	1948

	 






	 

	Undertakes a number of translations commissioned by UNESCO and by Georges Duthuit.






	1950

	 






	25 August

	Death of May Beckett.






	1951

	 






	March

	
Molloy, in French (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit).






	November

	
Malone meurt (Paris: Minuit).






	1952

	 






	 

	Purchases land at Ussy-sur-Marne, subsequently Beckett’s preferred location for writing.






	September

	
En attendant Godot (Paris: Minuit).






	1953

	 






	5 January

	Premiere of Godot at the Théâtre de Babylone in Montparnasse, directed by Roger Blin.






	May

	
L’Innommable (Paris: Minuit).






	August

	
Watt, in English (Paris: Olympia Press).






	1954

	 






	8 September

	
Waiting for Godot (New York: Grove Press).






	13 September

	Death of Frank Beckett from lung cancer.






	1955

	 






	March

	
Molloy, translated into English with Patrick Bowles (New York: Grove; Paris: Olympia).






	3 August

	First English production of Godot opens in London at the Arts Theatre.






	November

	
Nouvelles et Textes pour rien (Paris: Minuit).






	1956

	 






	3 January

	American Godot premiere in Miami.






	February

	First British publication of Waiting for Godot (London: Faber).






	October

	
Malone Dies (New York: Grove).






	1957

	 






	January

	First radio broadcast, All That Fall on the BBC Third Programme. 


Fin de partie, suivi de Acte sans paroles (Paris: Minuit).






	28 March

	Death of Jack B.Yeats.






	August

	
All That Fall (London: Faber).






	October

	
Tous ceux qui tombent, translation of All That Fall with Robert Pinget (Paris: Minuit).






	1958

	 






	April

	
Endgame, translation of Fin de partie (London: Faber).






	 

	
From an Abandoned Work (London: Faber).






	July

	
Krapp’s Last Tape in Grove Press’s literary magazine, Evergreen Review.






	September

	
The Unnamable (New York: Grove).






	December

	
Anthology of Mexican Poetry, translated by Beckett (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press; later reprinted in London by Thames & Hudson).






	1959

	 






	March

	
La Dernière bande, translation of Krapp’s Last Tape with Pierre Leyris, in the Parisian literary magazine Les Lettres nouvelles.






	2 July

	Receives honorary D.Litt. degree from Trinity College Dublin.






	November

	
Embers in Evergreen Review.






	December

	
Cendres, translation of Embers with Pinget, in Les Lettres nouvelles. Three Novels: Molloy, Malone Dies, The Unnamable (New York: Grove; Paris: Olympia Press).






	1961

	 






	January

	
Comment c’est (Paris: Minuit).






	24 March

	Marries Suzanne at Folkestone, Kent.






	May

	Shares Prix International des Editeurs with Jorge Luis Borges.






	August

	
Poems in English (London: Calder).






	September

	
Happy Days (New York: Grove).






	1963

	 






	February

	
Oh les beaux jours, translation of Happy Days (Paris: Minuit).















OEBPS/9780571266951_cover_epub.jpg
— Mercler &
 Gamier





OEBPS/faber_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





